Management of drug overdoses in accident and emergency departments in the United Kingdom I Greaves, S Goodacre, P Grout Abstract a department where there was a written policy A questionnaire consisting of 10 overdose for the treatment We make no pretence in this paper to suggest that there is a definitive correct way of treating most common overdoses. We would, however, suggest that there is a striking lack of consensus amongst A&E doctors in this field and further that the reasons chosen for particular treatments do not always appear either obvious or consistent.
The responses to scenarios 1 to 4 (those involving paracetamol) show an overwhelming use of lavage (with or without charcoal) and ipecacuanha, despite recent work' suggesting that the use of charcoal is more effective than attempts to empty the stomach. The high incidence of lavage in scenario 1 (63 out of 93 respondents), where the history must be in question and the overdose was supposedly taken only one hour previously, suggests that respondents regard this as a fail-safe manoeuvre when the history is in doubt.
Regarding scenarios 5 and 6, there is a large majority who would not treat asymptomatic benzodiazepine overdoses. However 24 7% gave ipecacuanha and 18-3% performed lavage in case 6 (compare responses to case 5). The treatment of these two appears to be inconsistent. Twenty six respondents (28%) treated the overdose of 80 mg of temazepam, whereas 46 (49.S5/) treated the patient who had taken diazepam and alcohol. There is no evidence to suggest that stomach emptying is helpful in benzodiazepine poisoning.2
One of the few probable indications for gastric lavage is significant tricyclic antidepressant overdose.2 This is reflected by the 78-5% who recommended this treatment for scenario 7 . However, it may be of little value after four hours. That 74-2% of respondents recommended gastric lavage for the late presentation of aspirin overdose (scenario 9) would seem controversial. Scenarios 8 and 10 are (deliberately) more controversial and this is reflected in the results. However, the number of doctors recommending lavage in scenario 10 Fee -£500
